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Past research has indicated that males’ perceptions of traits that are closely related to sexual attraction and mate 
selection are influenced by the level of females’ attractiveness. This study attempted to decipher if males would 
perceive females as being more promiscuous as their rating of the female’s attractiveness increased. Participants 
were asked to look at photographs of females that ranged in levels of attractiveness and then rate them on 
dimensions of promiscuity and attractiveness. The results showed a high correlation between attractiveness and 
perceived promiscuity. The participants, who rated women as being attractive, also rated the women as being 
highly promiscuous. These results suggest that promiscuity, which is a trait involved in mate selection, is 
perceived in an individual when the trait of attractiveness is also present. This information is important for 
females, as they may want to be informed that if males perceive them as being attractive, they may also perceive 
them as promiscuous. 
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A wealth of previous research has shown that there is 
a correlation between attractiveness and perceived socially 
desirable personality traits.  This phenomenon has come to be 
referred to as the “Halo Effect” (Dion, Berscheid, & Walster, 
1972).  Socially, desirable traits are a major component of 
success.  Analyzing the influence of attractiveness on desired 
personality traits is therefore important to study as it will lead 
to a better understanding of why certain individuals are better 
able to succeed in interpersonal interactions. 
 Lucker, Beane, and Helmreich (1981) found three 
specific attributes with which attractiveness was most often 
correlated.  The participants were asked to rate pictures of 
males and females on attractiveness and fourteen personality 
dimensions.  The results indicated high correlations between 
attractiveness and perceived sexiness, masculinity/femininity, 
and likability. Lucker et al. concluded that the Halo Effect is 
more limited than previously thought, and that later studies 
needed to begin concentrating on the effect of attractiveness in 
the realm of male and female interactions where these three 
attributes play key roles. 

Many researchers have, therefore, begun 
concentrating on attractiveness and perceived personality 
characteristics  in   male  and  female   interactions,   especially  
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relating to mate choice and dating behavior. For example, 
Berry and Miller (2001) looked at the evaluations of 
interactions between men and women.  In this study, each 
participant was asked to have a short conversation with another 
participant of the opposite sex. Following their conversation 
they were to rate their perception of the other participant’s 
attractiveness, personality, and the quality of the interaction.  
The results indicated that for men attractiveness was the factor 
that contributed the most to a positive evaluation, but this 
outcome did not exist with women.  Personality, especially the 
trait of extraversion, led to the most positive evaluation of men 
by women.  Thus, the study revealed that the effect of 
attractiveness on perceived personality traits and a resulting 
preference may be more prominent in men than in women.  In 
another study on male dating preferences, participants were set 
up with a member of the opposite sex and asked to go on a date 
with them (Walster, Aronson, Abraham, & Rottman, 1966).  
After the date, they rated their partner on dimensions of 
personality, likability, attractiveness, and whether or not they 
would like to go on another date with the individual.  The study 
indicated that for men, attractiveness was the main determinant 
in deciding the likability of their date, as well as if they wanted 
to go on another date with the individual. 
 This finding has led many researchers to question the 
generalizability of the Halo Effect across genders.  Dushenko, 
Perry, Schilling, and Smolarski (1978) looked at the 
generalizability of the  physical  attractiveness  stereotype  with  
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regard to gender and age.  Participants were asked to look at 
photographs of members of the opposite sex and then rate the 
individuals on nine positive personality traits (i.e., more 
friendly, kind, exciting, sincere, outgoing), five high quality of 
life dimensions (i.e., who would: have a happier marriage, be a 
better friend, be more successful at their job, have a happier 
life overall), and level of attractiveness. The results of the 
study showed that although the physical attractiveness 
stereotype was found in both genders, men displayed the 
stereotype more than women.  They also found that although 
the effect of the physical attractiveness stereotype was 
prominent in young girls, it faded in women as they progressed 
through adolescence into adulthood. 
 Subsequent research has suggested a large correlation 
for males between perceived attractiveness females and the 
perception of socially desirable traits.  In a study by Tanke 
(1982), male participants were given a folder with biographical 
information and either a photograph of an attractive female or 
an unattractive female.  The participants were then asked to 
rate the females on a number of factor analytic dimensions of 
personality.  The largest correlation was found between 
attractiveness and the trait of Sexual/Social Excitement.  This 
factor analytic trait, once broken down, refers to the amount of 
perceived sexual warmth, arousal, and excitement the 
individual has.  This study showed that attractiveness influences 
the amount of sexual attraction men feel towards women, 
which increases the level of success attractive women have in 
regards to interpersonal interactions between genders. 
 Previous research has shown that attractiveness does 
indeed influence perceived socially desirable traits.  This effect 
has been found to be especially prevalent in males.  Many 
studies have looked at the association between attractiveness 
and perceived attributes such as Sexual/Social Excitement 
(Tanke, 1982) and Sexiness (Lucker et al., 1981).  However, 
there have been no studies that have directly looked at 
attractiveness and its influence on perceived promiscuity.  
Because the perception of traits that are closely related to 
sexual attraction and mate selection have been shown to be 
influenced by attractiveness, especially in studies involving 
male participants, attractiveness may also be associated with 
the perceived level of promiscuity of women. 
 The present study attempted to examine this 
relationship by looking at men’s ratings of women’s 
attractiveness, as well as their perceived level of promiscuity.  
Male participants were given a survey with 30 pictures of 
unknown females and asked to rate each on scales of 1-10 for 
attractiveness and promiscuity.  Based on studies by Lucker et 
al. (1981) and Tanke (1982), which showed that women’s level 
of attractiveness influences perceived sexually related traits, it 
was hypothesized that as the level of attractiveness of a woman 
increases, the level of promiscuity that males perceive will also 
increase. 
 

METHOD 
 
Participants 

The 25 male participants ranged in age from 19 to 26 
(M = 22.16, SD = 2.03).  With regard to racial 
demographics, 56% were Caucasian, 24% were Asian/Pacific 
Islander, 16% were African American and 4% were 
Chicano/Latino.  The participants were selected using 
purposive convenience sampling and were all undergraduates 
from the University of Minnesota campus.  The participants 
were located around campus in the student center and available 
classrooms. The participants were not given any compensation. 

 
Materials 
 For this study, a self-designed survey was used 
containing 30 different pictures of females, each of which was 
followed by the same five questions (see Appendix).  The 
headshots of the 30 females varied on a range of attractiveness, 
age, racial composition (e.g., Caucasian and African 
American), and hair color (e.g., blonde and brunette). The 
photographs were all black and white photographs that were 
approximately 2 inches by 1 inch in size. 

The photographs were found on Facebook through 
randomized searches of public profiles of females who do not 
attend the University of Minnesota. This search was 
randomized by simply putting nothing in the search box in 
Facebook and pressing enter.  The profiles of people that the 
user was not friends with then showed up and public profiles 
were found from this list.  This method of finding photographs 
was used to prevent any participants from knowing the 
individuals in the photographs and to prevent a selection bias.  
These females all appeared to be college aged and they were 
judged as ranging from unattractive to attractive by the group 
of researchers performing this study. 

For each picture, the participants were asked to 
respond to five questions on perceived attributes by circling a 
number on a rating scale of 1 to 10, with extremes of each trait 
in question at the end of each scale.  The 1 represented the 
lowest amount of the given trait present in the individual, and 
the 10 represented the highest amount of the given trait present 
in the individual.  The independent variable of attractiveness 
and the dependent variable of promiscuity were measured 
through two of the five questions.  The other three questions, 
fillers placed in the survey to prevent the participants from 
determining the hypothesis, asked for ratings of perceived 
levels of success, likability, and extraversion. The survey also 
included a section to obtain demographic information. 
 
Procedure 
 The participants were given a paper consent form to 
read and sign.  They were then given the self-administered 
paper survey to fill out.  They were instructed to look at the 
pictures and to answer the questions that followed with their 
immediate impressions  (see Appendix).   The participants were  
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given all the time they needed to fill out the survey.  We then 
gave the participants a paper debriefing statement that 
explained the purpose of the study and thanked them for their 
involvement.  
 

RESULTS 
 

Promiscuity was measured and scored through the 
second question on the survey, which asked the level of 
promiscuity on a 10-point rating scale.  Attractiveness was 
assessed and scored through the fourth question on the survey, 
which asked the level of attractiveness on a 10-point rating 
scale.  The promiscuity and attractiveness scores for each of 
the 30 photographs were then averaged across participants, and 
a Pearson correlation was computed to determine the nature of 
the relationship.   

Results indicated that attractiveness was significantly 
correlated with perceived promiscuity, r(28) = 0.84, p < 
0.001. Figure 1 shows a positive relationship between the 
variables such that as the level of attractiveness increased, the 
perceived level of promiscuity increased. 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The results of this experiment supported the hypothesis 

that, as the level of attractiveness of a woman increased, the 
level of promiscuity that males perceived would also increase.  
Although no other past research has specifically looked at the 
relationship between promiscuity and attractiveness, past 
studies have provided evidence of a positive correlation 
between similar constructs.  For example, Lucker et al. (1981) 
showed that the three specific attributes with which 
attractiveness was most often correlated were perceived 
sexiness, masculinity/femininity, and likability.  All of these 
traits pertain to sexual attraction and mate selection, which led 
to the notion that other traits involved in mate selection may be 
correlated with attractiveness.  Tanke (1982) further examined 
this idea, and showed a high correlation between attractiveness 
and the factor-analytic trait of Sexual/Social Excitement, which 
breaks down to the three components of perceived sexual 
warmth, sexual arousal, and excitement.  Our study’s results 
are therefore consistent with the previous findings, which 
indicate that traits which are associated with mate selection and 
sexual attraction have a positive correlation with attractiveness. 
             Given these past research findings and the results of 
the current study, the positive correlation between 
attractiveness and promiscuity appears to be well founded.  
These results might best be accounted for by the same process 
that appears to lead to other trait dimensions being predicted by 
attractiveness, namely, the Halo Effect (Dion, Berscheid, & 
Walster, 1972).  With respect to mate selection, this Halo 
Effect occurs when males look for potential female partners.  
After finding an attractive woman, the male then associates 
other desirable attributes with the female.  The results of this 
study suggest that promiscuity is one of the traits that males 
may look for in potential partners during mate selection.    This  

 
 
FIGURE 1.  Scatterplot and regression line for mean level of promiscuity 

and mean level of attractiveness for ratings of each picture, averaged 
across participants. 

 
is important information to recognize in the analysis of the 
influence of physical attractiveness on mate selection.   
              This study does have its limitations.  The study only 
provided correlational data, which does not allow for a causal 
inference to be made. The association between attractiveness 
and promiscuity can only be seen as a positive correlational 
relationship and not one in which a cause and effect 
relationship can be deduced. Another caveat is the 
generalizability of this study. It needs to be taken into 
consideration that participants in the study only consisted of 
males between the ages of 19 and 26 that attended the 
University of Minnesota.  In future research, the study should 
be conducted with a larger and more randomized sample in 
order to assess the generalizability of the data. Another 
limitation in this study is the photographs that were chosen for 
the survey. Other factors in the photographs may have 
influenced perceptions of promiscuity, such as type/amount of 
clothing worn in the photograph or whether or not the women 
were smiling.  This may have had a significant effect on the 
results of the study. Future research should attempt to eliminate 
these factors and others that may impact the participants’ 
perceptions of promiscuity. 

As demonstrated by previous research, the Halo Effect 
suggests that attractiveness is highly correlated with socially 
desirable traits. However, results from the present study 
indicate a correlation between attractiveness and perceived 
promiscuity, which can be seen as an undesirable trait.  
Although perceived promiscuity may be desirable to males and 
lead females to higher rates of success in mate selection, it is 
not a way in which women desire to be perceived (Reich & 
Ray, 2006).  Since promiscuity is not often perceived as a 
socially desirable trait, future research may want to examine 
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what other negative traits attractiveness is associated with.  
This research needs to take into account that the desirability of 
the perceived traits may differ between the perceiver and the 
person who is being perceived in a certain way.  Also, the 
relationship between the variables may be affected by the 
male’s intentions during mate selection.  Although promiscuity 
is a characteristic that males may find desirable and look for in 
the short term, this could change when they are looking for a 
permanent mate.  Future research should look at what roles 
attractiveness and perceived promiscuity play in the search for 
a short-term versus a long-term mate. 

This study demonstrates the high, positive correlation 
between a female’s perceived attractiveness and the amount of 
promiscuity that males perceive her to have. These results add 
to the existing body of evidence suggesting that the perception 
of traits related to mate selection have high correlations with 
attractiveness. In regards to mate selection, this high 
correlation is important for females, as they may want to be 
informed that if males perceive them as being attractive, they 
may also perceive them as promiscuous.  This high correlation 
is also important because it shows an aspect of the Halo Effect 
in which attractiveness leads to the perception of undesirable 
traits, not desirable ones. 

 
APPENDIX 

 
Instructions:  Please take a close look at the female in each photograph and 
then answer the questions about your immediate perception of the individual in 
the photograph.  Take as much time as you need and circle the number on the 
ratings scale that corresponds best with what you think.  Then please answer 
the questions about yourself that follow. 
 
1. How successful do you think this individual is? 

Not very successful                                         Very successful 
1        2        3        4         5        6        7        8        9       10 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How promiscuous do you think this individual is? 
Not very promiscuous                                  Very promiscuous 
1        2        3        4         5        6        7        8        9       10 

 

3.  How likable do you think this individual is? 
Not very likable                                                  Very likable 
1        2        3        4         5        6        7        8        9       10 

 

4.  How attractive do you think this individual is? 
Not very attractive                                           Very attractive 
1        2        3        4         5        6        7        8        9       10 

 

5.  How extraverted do you think this individual is? 
Not very extraverted                                      Very extraverted 
1        2        3        4         5        6        7        8        9       10 
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